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      “And I’m going to close with what I always like to say, we can trust God with it all, yeah? Yeah!”

      Sarah grinned as she wrapped up the podcast. “Thank you, dear friends, for taking time out of your busy lives to pause, connect, and remember God’s faithfulness. I’m Sarah Walton, and you have been listening to Time Out with Sarah. Until next time, keep trusting!”

      She pressed the cued outro music, a sample from one of her independent singles, and waited the requisite five seconds until it was time to end and save. Nearly two years of doing her podcast and she was finally getting the hang of it. She placed a hand on her stomach. “Just in time for you, huh?”

      Her eyes closed as a wave of thankfulness rolled over her. God was so good. So very, very good. Who would have thought six years ago that she’d be married and living in Toronto? She’d expected to be married, yes, but not to Dan. Her heart panged a little as she remembered Stephen, whose death in a car crash on New Year’s Eve had precipitated her exodus to Canada all those years ago. Sometimes she wasn’t sure whether she should admit to Dan that she still occasionally thought about her former fiancé. Not in any betrayal way, which was why she hadn’t said anything. But completely wiping all memories of her dead fiancé seemed impossible.

      She blew out a breath, then pushed away from the desk, in the soundproofed second bedroom she’d commandeered in their high rise apartment. Half the room held an assortment of music and recording equipment and this desk where she did her podcast and connected with the other musicians from Heartsong Collective who lived around the world. The other half held an assortment of baby paraphernalia, ready for six months’ time.

      Six months’ time. She shivered. No-one, apart from Dan and the doctor knew. After the doctor’s visit the initial elation had diminished as he’d examined her results and studied her previous medical records, warning that her hCG levels were low, and there was a possibility of miscarriage. But her other symptoms seemed to indicate her body was adjusting as it should. But even with the first ultrasound showing a little heartbeat she’d been reluctant to say anything to anyone, wanting desperately to get to twelve weeks, which the doctor had indicated was the best time to determine true viability.

      But the doctor’s cautions were falling on deaf ears. She and Dan had just looked at each other in wonder. After all that they’d gone through, this was an absolute miracle; God would certainly not let anything happen to their miracle. But they hadn’t told anyone else yet.

      Sarah delighted in hugging her secret to herself. Each day that took them closer to the twelve-week mark was brighter. The birds seemed to sing more sweetly. Even the sickness and tiredness were okay now she knew they were signs that her body was doing everything it could to help this baby along.

      Dan was so excited. He tried to downplay it, of course, but she could tell. He’d become even more gentle, his caresses were more tender, and the light in his eyes was something she’d never seen before. Who knew such a tiny sac of cells could be responsible for so much?

      Her prayers of thankfulness came from the very depths of her being. She’d never imagined—never dared to imagine—this possibility.

      Please Lord. She placed a hand on her abdomen, her prayers for this one near constant. After the past two miscarriages, surely God would let this one live. Please Lord.

      A faint siren stole through the window, and she got up to peer outside. Blue skies were always welcome for a transplanted Aussie, and the fact that Dan’s season was soon ending, and summer was on its way meant they’d finally get the chance to return to Muskoka. She couldn’t wait. It was her favorite part of the world.

      The sound of keys clattering on a table outside drew anticipation, and she hurried to open the door. Then nearly slammed into Dan’s broad chest.

      “Whoa.” He laughed, holding her upper arms to steady her.

      Clumsy was as much part of her DNA as the vibrant color of her hair.

      “Someone seems eager to see me.”

      “Oh, you know it.” She slid her hands up behind his neck and tugged his face lower. “Hi.”

      His eyes darkened. “Hello, Princess.”

      His lips met hers, sending tingles shimmering across her skin. Who said marriage sucked away the sparks? Nearly three years of marriage and their relationship was just as hot as in the beginning.

      A satisfyingly long smooch later, and she leaned back in the cradle of his arms. “You’re home earlier than I thought.”

      “I was hoping you’d have finished your podcast by now.”

      “Yep, all done, and ready for next week.”

      “Organized as ever.”

      “The only way to be.” Especially with their crazy schedules. Him with hockey, which meant six months of the year she barely saw him, between his training, road trips and games. Coupled with her own trips for recording sessions and tours with Heartsong Collective, time spent together that wasn’t snatched or planned to the nth degree was a rare commodity. He’d talked about being one injury away from retirement, and while she prayed daily for his safety, she couldn’t wait for the chance to slow the hectic pace of their life, as his retirement from hockey would do. Her heart sparkled. And allow for other things.

      “And,” he continued, “I might’ve thought that hanging with my wife was better than hanging with the guys.”

      She smiled, tracing a hand down his rough cheek. “You thought right.”

      His lips curved higher, then he drew nearer, as if for another kiss, but she pulled back. “But I’m guessing someone also might’ve just remembered that his mom is expecting us for dinner tonight, and hates it when we’re late.”

      “Do we have to go?”

      “You know we do.”

      “Do we?” he asked, dropping a kiss on her jaw.

      “They’re your parents,” she murmured. And while things were much easier than when Sarah had first met them, it still wasn’t as relaxed as with her own. Even Dan often said the same.

      “Why are we talking about dinner with my folks when that’s still a few hours away?”

      “Exactly.” She raised her eyebrows.

      He smiled and lifted his. “Oh, I like how you think, Mrs. Walton.”

      “I thought you might, Mr. Walton. Come on.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      

      Later, they drove the twenty minutes from his apartment to Sunnybrook, and the Tudor-inspired house his parents had bought when they’d made their millions on the stock exchange.

      Hard to believe that just over the parkland was where Drake had his mega mansion, with some reports putting the rapper’s house at costing $100 million. How insane. And while she might’ve had her share of travel and meeting famous people, sometimes it still seemed crazy to her just how disparate the world could be.

      “Are you okay?” Dan asked, as they drove along.

      “Absolutely.” She grinned. “Never better.”

      He reached across and caressed her belly. “Everything feeling good?”

      “Yep.” She placed her hand on top of his. “Nothing to worry about.” Please Lord.

      “Do you think we can tell them?”

      She pressed her lips together, holding in the protest. She didn’t want to tell them. Not when she hadn’t told her own parents yet. Her own parents, who had prayed with her, believed with her, for just this miracle ever since the accident five and a half years ago.

      “I’m gonna take that as a no.”

      “A not yet,” she amended.

      “That’s probably wise.”

      She winced. She hated letting practicalities get in the way of what should be unfettered joy. But the last two times when she’d felt this rush of excitement had only resulted in devastation. She couldn’t bring others into it, not until they’d reached twelve weeks. Please Lord.

      Her parents had been so supportive, flying from Sydney both times, comforting her and Dan. Part of her clung to the fact that at least she’d been able to get pregnant, which, considering the accident and all the subsequent surgeries, felt miracle enough. But it seemed like the miracle of conceiving life was a different one to that of being able to carry a child to full term. Lord, let this time be different.

      It wasn’t her fault, the doctors had assured her; Dan and her parents, too. She peeked across. He caught her gaze, smiled, and held out his hand.

      Lord, let this time be different for his sake, please.

      Maybe she was the only woman in the world who wanted a child more for her husband’s sake than her own. But she knew he had regrets from the past, regrets she suspected would only truly be resolved by the birth of his child.

      They held hands until he pulled into the drive of the house with its mock Tudor facade, then she internally braced.

      He chuckled.

      “What?”

      “It’s funny how you still seem wary about meeting them.”

      She exhaled. “I still give that impression?”

      “Only to me.”

      “I hope so. I don’t want them to feel like I’m uncomfortable around them.” Even if it was sometimes true. She’d often wondered how Dan and his younger brother Sam had managed to escape the stiff and starchy personalities epitomized by Helen and Andrew Walton.

      “And I only notice because I know you so well, Sar Bear.”

      She rolled her eyes at the nickname, a new one he’d started with its reference to a bear encounter from her first summer in Muskoka, when she’d complained about him calling her ‘Princess’ all the time, because it just sounded too… princessy. She wasn’t precious, or pompous, or pretentious. Far from it. She was still normal, clumsy, mostly unfiltered Sarah. The girl who dropped food on her clothes and tended to overshare.

      They knocked then entered, and were met with a, “You’re here!”

      “Hi, Helen.” Sarah hugged her, then moved to hug her father-in-law. “Hi, Andrew.”

      “You’re looking well.”

      “Thanks.” She smiled, thankful Dan was near. He found encounters with his parents draining sometimes too.

      “So, let’s eat. I’m glad you’re here on time.”

      Sarah smirked at Dan who rolled his eyes back at her.

      Helen served the meal—brisket and roast vegetables. Not usually what Dan ate during the playing season, but Helen never seemed to pay attention to the subtle and unsubtle hints about what an NHL player’s diet should consist of. Variations of pasta and chicken weren’t favorite meals of Helen, it seemed.

      Sarah soon relaxed, and enjoyed the meal, even though Helen kept looking at her. She refused Andrew’s reiterated offer to have wine, covering her glass. “Thanks, but not tonight.”

      Or any time in the next six months. She would not let anything happen to this precious bundle inside.

      Dan clasped her hand under the table, his touch instantly bringing ease. Oh, she loved how this man was always so attuned to her moods and needs.

      “So, just one more week of the regular season, then playoffs, huh? How do you fancy your chances against Florida?” Andrew asked.

      Sarah squeezed Dan’s hand. He’d tried his best, but the Leafs’ offense had been hit with injuries lately, and they looked destined to scrape into playoff contention, rather than steamrolling their way to the top of their division as predicted a month ago. They required only one more win.

      “It’s a bit early to say,” Dan hedged. “We have to get there first.”

      “Here’s hoping you do.” Andrew lifted his glass.

      Sarah lifted her glass of water too. Smiled encouragement at Dan. “You’ll make it. You make that team great.”

      He relaxed. “And this is why I love you.” He pressed a kiss to the back of her hand, then murmured for her ears only, “and for other reasons.”

      She smothered a laugh, glancing up to see Helen’s eyes on her again.

      “You seem happy, Sarah.”

      She half-shrugged. “It was a good day.” She shared about recording her podcast, and that she’d had some inspiration for a chord progression for a new song.

      “No, it’s not that.” Helen’s head tilted. “I don’t know what it is. But you seem to be glowing.”

      Glowing? Sarah instantly dialed down her smile. No. She didn’t want Helen putting two and two together. Not until she’d told Mum and Dad, at least.

      Helen’s eyes rounded. “No.”

      Oh no.

      “Don’t tell me.” Helen’s voice hitched. “Are you… are you pregnant?”

      Sarah’s grip tightened on Dan’s. “Um…”

      “You are! Oh my goodness! Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Sarah cast Dan a pleading look. He mouthed a “sorry” then turned to his mom. “We haven’t told anyone yet.”

      “Why ever not? This is what you’ve been hoping for, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.” Dan’s attention returned to Sarah, and he kissed her hand again. “Praying for, for years.”

      There. That proud yet tender, hope-filled look was why she couldn’t deny the man anything. Couldn’t even be too upset that his parents—the ones who had everything—had this information first.

      She glanced back at his folks. “We wanted to wait until twelve weeks.”

      “Especially after…” Dan stopped.

      They hadn’t told his parents about the other miscarriages. They’d told her parents though. She cringed. She could imagine just how well this would go down.

      “After what?” Andrew asked.

      Good to see he was paying attention.

      “It’s good to wait until twelve weeks so the baby is more viable,” Sarah said carefully.

      Helen’s eyes widened. “Are you telling me you’ve been pregnant before?”

      Hopes at keeping their previous experiences with pregnancy a secret deflated. But she couldn’t lie. “It was only twice.”

      “Twice?”

      God bless her ability to overshare. She gestured for Dan to take the lead. They were his parents, after all.

      He fumbled his way through explanations, bravely taking the verbal bullets when Helen asked if that was why Sarah’s parents had visited last year.

      Sarah studied her hands, now in her lap, tension rippling over her, through her. She forced herself to relax. This was exactly what the doctor had warned about. She needed to be careful not to let pressure build up, not to let herself get worried. She tuned out the conversation as best she could. She really needed to contact her parents. She glanced longingly at her phone. Maybe she could do so now, before Helen took it upon herself to spill the beans. Given the mood she was in she likely would, too, as payback for being out of the loop. Ugh. How awful to think Helen would be so petty. Ugh, and double ugh. She was an awful daughter-in-law to even think that.

      “Well, Sarah, I can’t pretend not to be a little miffed that you didn’t choose to tell us about the previous pregnancies—”

      “I’m sorry, but it was so new, I could barely get my head around it myself,” she rushed to explain. Especially when she’d been stunned by the fact she could even get pregnant. “Then when we lost them—” Her heart panged, her throat filled.

      “It wasn’t an easy thing to talk about,” Dan said, coming to her rescue.

      That’s what he did. He might be the Leafs’ top defenseman, but he was her protector too. She reached across and held his hand. Oh, she loved this man.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell us,” Helen grumbled again.

      Heaven forbid Helen hold this against her. Sarah knew she would never measure up to Helen’s other daughter-in-law, Marguerite, who often seemed like she was Helen’s mini-me, albeit a nicer, younger version, and now a mother of two. The gold-plated daughter-in-law.

      “It was only six and eight weeks, Mom,” Dan said tiredly.

      “And how far along is this one?” Helen asked.

      “Ten.”

      “Well, practice makes perfect, huh?” Andrew said.

      Sharpness stabbed her chest, and she blinked back emotion. How could he dismiss their agony in such a callous way?

      He hadn’t seen their tears, hadn’t seen his son’s anguish, didn’t know the atomic bomb-sized emotions they’d experienced. Ecstasy at finally believing God had granted the desires of their heart; then agony when it was ripped away. The hopes, the possibilities, the future they’d dared to dream, then the doctor’s words in that examination room. “I’m sorry, but you’ve lost the baby.”

      How crazy that it was a baby when it was wanted; a fetus if it was not.

      “Dad, that comment was uncalled for.”

      Sarah glanced at Dan. She’d seen that hard expression a few times. Usually when it was directed at an opposing player with a bad attitude. Dan glanced at her, his eyes softening, his eyebrows arching as if asking if she wanted to leave.

      Boy, did she. She nodded.

      He stood, then helped her up. “I have a big day tomorrow, so we need to go. Thank you for the meal. It was delicious.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Sarah murmured.

      The next minute passed in mumbled apologies she wasn’t sure she believed, then they finally exited, and were safe in his car.

      He reversed, and only when the house could not be seen did she relax. “I’m so sorry.”

      “You? What for?”

      “I didn’t mean to say anything.”

      “Honey, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for. I’ve always loved how your face can’t hide a thing.”

      That made one of them.

      “Besides, my mom guessed, and we couldn’t lie, could we?”

      She shook her head. “It’s just that I really wanted Mum to know first,” she confessed.

      His chin jerked. “They’d at least understand. I can’t believe my parents sometimes.”

      “I think they just felt left out.” Regret shafted her chest. Maybe they should’ve told them about the previous pregnancies. Even if they hadn’t because of exactly that reason, with their tendency to make things about themselves. Dan’s parents weren’t much in the way of emotional support, or any kind of prayer support. They weren’t believers, despite Dan and Sarah’s best efforts to share—and show—the good news.

      “Well, they should know that if they’re going to react like that then of course they won’t be told.” He glanced at her. “What’s the time in Sydney?”

      “Mid-morning. You think I should—?”

      “Tell your parents? Yeah.”

      She sighed, then tapped a message on her phone. Are you free for a chat? Ideally, she would’ve liked her sister, Rebekah, as part of this conversation too. Oh well.

      Her phone was ringing by the time they reached the apartment’s parking garage, which meant there’d be guaranteed glitching until they were actually upstairs and in their home. She had to wait to return her mum’s call as the elevator took its sweet time to reach the sixteenth floor. Then, when it finally did, they were forced to make small talk with some neighbors. Lincoln Cash was an actor, who just so happened to have moved two doors down from Dan’s cottage in Muskoka, then had bought an apartment in this very building, on Dan’s very floor. He was working in a TV show being filmed here, so they’d bumped into him a few times. Jackie, his wife, was nice, and they’d recently had a baby, which had caused no small amount of envy.

      Finally they were able to escape inside their apartment and she returned her mother’s call. “Sorry about that. We had to wait until we were out of the elevator.”

      “Is it true?” her mum asked.

      “Is what true?” Sarah glanced at Dan, who shrugged.

      “I just got a message from Helen Walton, congratulating us on being grandparents again.”

      “Oh, Mum.” Sarah sank into the leather lounge and closed her eyes.

      Dan murmured, “My mom messaged her?”

      She nodded, her eyes still closed. Dan muttered something under his breath. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” Sarah murmured. “We were waiting until—”

      “Twelve weeks, I know. It’s okay, Sarah.”

      “I really wanted you to know, too.” She sniffled. “Especially after what happened the last time.”

      “It’s okay, honey. Is Dan there?”

      She opened her eyes. “Yes.”

      “Then put this call on speaker.”

      She did, and Dan sat beside her, his arm around her.

      “Congratulations, you two,” her mother said.

      “Thanks, Mum.” Sarah pressed her cheek into Dan’s chest. His heart ticked reassuringly.

      “Thanks, Lindy.”

      “So how are you feeling, Sarah?” her mother asked.

      “Good. A little tired, but nothing to complain about.”

      “I’m glad, so glad for you both. Oh, look, James is back. Can we tell him?”

      “Of course.” Excitement filtered past the previous regrets. Helen and Andrew’s reaction didn’t need to sour this special time.

      And sure enough, her father was thrilled, calling it a “real answer to prayer.”

      Their encouragement soon led to a call to Rebekah, who was just as excited, then a call to Sam, then Luke, so all the siblings knew too.

      “We should call John and Ange too,” Sarah suggested. “I know Mom will be itching to talk to her, but she won’t say anything until we give her permission.”

      He grimaced. “Unlike some.”

      “Hey.” She hugged him, as a twinge of guilt at not telling his parents demanded she be gracious. “Let’s put it down to your mum being excited, okay?”

      “Hmm.” He lifted her chin. “But nobody does excitement quite like you.”
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        * * *

      

      Nobody did do excitement quite like Sarah. Since meeting her in Muskoka she’d brought a sparkle to Dan’s world, a zest and energy that was the perfect complement to his more laid-back ways. They were a perfect match. God-ordained, some might say.

      He glanced across at where she slept, and traced her features. Fair skin, red hair, pink lips, dark lashes. He smiled. She must’ve got them tinted recently, and not said anything.

      He shifted his pillow and settled on his side, watching as she rested. He should be asleep too, his game tomorrow demanded he be on full alert, but he much preferred this. It was funny how his priorities had changed since getting married. Once, hockey had been his all-consuming focus; now, the thought of retiring from the game he loved tantalized. Hockey defensemen often had longer careers than forwards, and some played into their late thirties, but he didn’t want that. As soon as this child was born, he wanted to be a full-time dad. And that might be a little awkward, seeing he hadn’t told his agent or anyone on the team about their family plans. But as he was on the last year of his contract, and his agent was already murmuring about negotiating for the future, then he probably needed to say something soon.

      Fatherhood. His heart glowed. It still stunned him to think that God was gracious enough to allow him to experience this deepest desire of his heart. Especially after—

      No. He was forgiven. He knew that. Knew it. God didn’t hold his unsaved self’s sins against him, not now. But sometimes it was harder to believe that. Like when the miscarriages had occurred, and he’d had the awful thought that perhaps it was God’s punishment for his previous actions. But God was a God of grace, and Sarah was full of grace, too, which was why she’d instantly refuted him any time he’d dared murmur some of his doubts.

      “You are not your past, you hear me? Don’t let the devil lie to you. Don’t believe him. Believe God’s promises, okay?”

      She could be fierce, his wife. That passion was part of why he loved her. That, and the way she overcame her grief, possessing a strength he’d needed, that he’d clung to.

      He remembered the first time he’d seen the two pink lines on the pregnancy test. His heart had kicked at the impossibility. “Is that saying what I think it is?”

      Sarah had nodded, then talked about a babymoon, then she’d taken another test. Two lines, one slightly fainter than the other.

      The doctor had confirmed that her hCG levels were low, but they’d believed, they’d prayed. Surely God wouldn’t give them this miracle just to take it away?

      Then she’d started bleeding, and they’d lost it. The same myriad of emotions had occurred several months later. Hope-filled dreams of answered prayers crashing into the reality of blood and loss. For him, the second time was worse than the first. The first time had been so quick. A pregnancy test then two weeks later it was gone. The second time, hope had lived a little longer, grown roots and gotten a little more established. So when that was ripped away the loss felt all the greater.

      And while he’d chafed at his father’s insensitive comment, part of him had wondered if this process was helping Sarah’s system flush out the bad and prepare for the miracle of new life. He’d seen the doctors’ reports. He knew that the accident had scarred her internal organs, which meant getting pregnant was a miracle, especially as she only had one fallopian tube. He didn’t know all the ins and outs of what that involved, but Sarah had been blunt that marrying her came with the strong possibility that they might never have children she could carry to full term. He’d known that. Had prayed about it and felt God reassure. So the fact she had gotten pregnant at all was a miracle. But now it had fed fresh hunger to be a dad.

      He reached a hand across, and gently laid it on her belly. She didn’t wake, but smiled.

      And he prayed for their child, that God would bless this tiny person, and have His way in their life. And that God would bless his beautiful wife, and lead them into His purposes.
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      The anguished cry of a loon ripped through her dream, startling her awake. What? Beside her, Dan slept, his breath slow and easy. It was a dream. Everything was fine. She closed her eyes, and placed a hand on her stomach. Stay safe, little one.

      She drew in a deep breath, then released, forcing herself to relax, to not worry. God was with them. He loved them, had good plans for their lives. They could trust Him. She knew that. But trusting God with their child’s life felt almost like a step too far, like she was stepping out into a chasm with no visible bridge, like in an old Indiana Jones movie. And while she knew faith required stepping into places unseen, the fact she’d been here before, trusting God that He’d bring His miracle of new life into fullness, and seen that crumble, had eroded some of her faith.

      Not that she’d admit that to anyone. Not that she’d ever admit that on her podcast. She was trying to encourage others to trust God. What would it say if she admitted that God had let her down? Twice now? She couldn’t. Which was why nobody knew about their miscarriages. Apart from the doctors, and now their parents.

      She exhaled. She hoped Helen and Andrew wouldn’t mention that to anyone else. She didn’t think they’d be so insensitive. Would they? No.

      Amid the churn of such thoughts—she didn’t want to believe it—she grew aware of another sensation. She kept her eyes closed, forced herself to relax. Be calm, be still, and know that—

      Her stomach tightened, then released. No.

      Her body tensed again, as a trickle of fear wove past her prayers. No. Not again. Not when she might finally give her husband his dearest wish.

      Lord, she silently prayed, not wanting to disturb Dan sleeping beside her. You know we love this tiny person already. Please keep him or her safe.

      For a moment hope bobbed higher, just above her fears, before the memory returned of Dr. McKinnon’s frown and thinned lips when he’d seen the wavery pink lines and examined the blood test results. But God was bigger than a test result. God was bigger than her fears. She knew that. Knew that. She’d even written a song used in churches worldwide about how God could do anything. So surely it stood to reason that if God could do anything, then He wouldn’t want her to suffer more loss. Not again…

      She drew in another deep breath then slowly exhaled. Relax. She needed to relax. Stress led to higher blood pressure which wasn’t good for the baby, and after the tense moments last night she’d known she needed to forgive and let it go. Which was hard to do, especially when her heart had always felt a little prone to picking up offense like a magnet collected nails. Lord, I forgive them, she prayed. Forgive me, for all I’ve done wrong, and—

      Another pang hit. No! This cramp was more intense, like a heavy band around her stomach. It subsided, then resumed, gripping her in a tight squeeze until the hope she’d been praying with fluttered away, broken. She knew what this meant. Oh God…

      She hurt. But the pain in her body was nothing compared to the pain in her heart. Listening to Dan’s even breathing she stilled, wanting to absorb the last moments of his peace before it too broke. Oh God, be with him….

      Tears heated the back of her eyes. She quietly slipped from the bed and padded to the ensuite bathroom, closing the door before turning on the light. If this was what she feared, Dan needed to sleep as much as he could, because he likely wouldn’t after.

      And this, on such an important game day. Why—?

      “Oh!” Her stomach squeezed, and she inched to the toilet, sat down, tears sparking. “Lord, please no, please no…” she whispered.

      But it wasn’t long before she faced the same result as nine months ago, staring at clotted blood as she tried to believe that God was good, and this wasn’t her nightmare back again. No, God, no.

      This was her child! He or she was not supposed to be brought into the world like some dismembered, unidentifiable blob! Oh God, where are You now…?

      Tears trickled down her cheeks as Sarah gasped and silently moaned her way through the next hour, propping herself against the cold, white tiles, watching, heartbroken, as more tiny clumps escaped. Oh God… Oh God... No, no, no…

      When the cramps and flow had ceased, she slowly eased her way to the shower, washing away the bright red stain. Sorrow felt like a heavy presence that was waiting for her to stop so it could explode; she had to keep moving to prevent that from happening. Mechanically she dried herself, pulled on fresh underpants, attached a pad, refusing to look down, thinking, thinking ahead to what to do.

      Tears leaked as she cleaned up. Should she wake Dan? He had a game today. The team’s last chance to make the playoffs, no less. But he’d want to know. Not that there was anything he could do. It was just like last time, and the time before that. She’d started bleeding, and when she’d presented at the doctor’s clinic, they’d said there was nothing anyone could do.

      The doctors. She probably needed to make an appointment. But they’d be closed right now. After pulling on warm pajamas, she wrapped a robe around her and stole out to the kitchen to her phone. She composed a text to her mum: I’m bleeding again. Then hesitated before pressing send.

      Was it bad to be telling her mother when she hadn’t even told her husband? But the thought of telling Dan, of having to help him deal with his loss when she could barely even process hers, felt like a weight too heavy.

      No. Instead of telling her mum first, she needed a moment to recalibrate her emotions, to get herself calm. Her body would do what it did, and she couldn’t change that. But she could do something different to what she’d done the last few times tragedy had struck. When Stephen had died, she’d locked herself in grief for eighteen months. It was only by going to Muskoka that she’d finally come to terms with things and found a way forward.

      And while Muskoka was only two hours away, it wasn’t like they could go there today. Dan had a must-win game to play first. Thank God it was here in Toronto and not an away game. But would he even want to play if he knew this?

      No, she couldn’t go to Muskoka, but she still knew things had to be done differently to the last two times, when their disappointment had paralyzed, sending her into another of those emotional tailspins she was all too prone to, while Dan’s grief had hollowed him into becoming a shell of the man he usually was.

      “Lord, help us,” she whispered.

      She boiled the kettle, taking care to switch it off before it loudly beeped its boiling duty was done, and made a cup of tea. After retrieving her Bible, she stole to the second bedroom and the baby paraphernalia there, stroking a teddy bear blanket that lay waiting for the baby who seemed destined to never live. Her heart wrenched. Why God, why? She wiped her eyes, snatched a tissue, and gently blew her nose. She didn’t want to wake Dan.

      The bedside clock’s illuminated hands had shown three a.m. when she’d exited the bed. She knew she couldn’t sleep now, but also knew she couldn’t do what she’d done in the past and just wallow in sorrow.

      God, help me, help Dan, help us.

      Her mind flashed back to the hospital ward when she’d woken in the early hours of the morning, and had to start dealing with the previous night’s news about her fiancé’s death. Her body felt the same now as it had then. Fragile, like she was made of glass, like she was barely tethered to this earth.

      But unlike that time, instead of running away from God, this time she wanted to run to Him. Despite everything, something deep inside could sense this was another defining God moment in her life, and after the years of resentment she’d had to overcome from making the wrong decision when Stephen died, she knew she couldn’t go down that same bitter path again.

      Balancing her Bible and cup of tea she moved to the comfy lounge chair near the window, where the open curtains revealed Toronto’s night lights. She sat there for a moment just watching, the lights blurring and shifting as she blinked away the tears.

      Oh God, why? Why did this happen? Everything was going fine…

      The storm descended and she wept an agony of tears, trying desperately to muffle them so Dan wouldn’t wake up. She didn’t know what to say, what could help him. She barely had enough reserves to breathe let alone comfort him.

      Oh God, help…

      Grabbing another tissue she blew her nose, thankful that Dan wasn’t up to see her puffy red features. He’d seen that before; not pretty. Then wondered how vanity could even be talking right now. Unbelievable.

      Exhaling a long, shaky sigh she looked at the Bible, recalling the many stories of lost dreams and sorrow intertwined amidst the hope. She picked it up, the pages falling open automatically at the start of Job. Two days ago her uncle had been preaching about Job’s trials, and the church bulletin still marked the page. Familiar with the story, Sarah read it again.

      God, help me understand…

      Dawn’s pink fingers were stretching across the sky by the time she finally looked again. Her head was swimming, the tiredness she’d been living with for the past few months making her weak, but still, something in her didn’t want to stop. Psalms were next, and she slowly began reading.

      Psalms had always been one of her favorite places to go. Singers usually could find things to appreciate about other people’s songs. Scanning the happy praise ones, she searched for answers, just as Uncle John had said to do.

      As she read so many of David’s songs, fragments of sermons and Bible verses she’d heard all her life melded into a fuzzy certainty. Somehow, God was still God. He still loved her and Dan, He still had good plans—her heart caught at that—and she still needed to trust Him. Live in the opposite spirit, cried another faint voice. Put on the garment of praise for the spirit of heaviness!

      Praise? Praise God at a time like this? Everything in her wanted to cry and weep and blame and throw accusing words at God. Not praise Him. How could she do this? Another memory surfaced, a verse Dan had reminded her about, back in Muskoka when she was still depressed. “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”

      Well, this was one of those times to prove whether the writers of the Bible really did know what they were talking about, stop questioning, and just do.

      With a voice raspy from tears, wet cheeks from hours of sorrow, and a spirit that hovered too close to despair, Sarah opened her mouth.

      “Lord, You are good, You are faithful, You have good plans for me.”

      The whisper broke, and she hunched over, grief threatening to overwhelm again, before she took another deep breath, trying to regain control.

      “Lord, I love You, I praise You, I want to honor You…”

      As she softly spoke the words aloud, it felt like her soul was trying to stand up, no longer crouching, cloaked in despair.

      “Lord, You are the creator, You are Jehovah Jireh my provider, You will provide for me and Dan…”

      She even managed to sing a couple of lines from the song she’d been working on yesterday. “I know You love me, I’ve seen Your grace so many times.”

      She continued on with the rest of the verse, then sang some choruses from church, faith-building words that sounded nothing like the last time she’d led them from the front. No, this was definitely real now. Who cared about harmonies or trying to stay in pitch when it felt like a battle for her soul was taking place? So she sang, raspy, broken phrases as she shuddered through tears. “Lord, You are our deliverer. You are our strength. You are our comfort.”

      As she repeated and reiterated the verses, swatting away the hopelessness that hovered, it felt like a spiritual battle was taking place, God’s truth fighting a dark force. Demons of despair and condemnation were not going to be entertained. Not this time. Instead, they were going to be excised, eliminated. They were not welcome here, in her life, or Dan’s, or in their marriage.

      And by the time the first streaks of sun gold illuminated the city, Sarah felt a strange peace surround her, despite the deep grief that still lay in her heart.

      “God,” she whispered, “I know that You are faithful. Help me to trust You.”
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        * * *

      

      A faint sound wakened Dan. He rolled over, stretching out a hand. No Sarah. Instead, the sheets felt cool, a sign she hadn’t been in bed for ages. He stretched, then slowly made his way out of the bedroom, grabbing his robe as he saw the faint light shining under the second bedroom from the end of the hall. That wasn’t unusual. He’d woken in the past to find her in here, writing a song she said had come in the middle of the night.

      But Sarah wasn’t at the keyboard, headphones in, smiling to herself as she composed a song, or chatting quietly on the computer while she connected across crazy time zones with her family or Heartsong Collective colleagues. Instead, she sat in the chair near the window, staring out as Toronto’s morning lights gleamed, ready for a new day. Her Bible was open, and a full cup of tea sat abandoned nearby.

      “Sar?”

      She turned, hastily rubbing a hand over her face, before gazing at him, deep sorrow in her eyes.

      Oh God. Dan’s heart started beating double time as he moved past the furniture to kneel at her feet. “Sar, what is it?” He held her cold hands, praying desperately that she wouldn’t say—

      “I’ve started bleeding.”

      No. He shook his head, trying to remember what the doctor said. “It doesn’t mean it’s a…” His throat clamped. He couldn’t get the word out, couldn’t go back to before.

      Sarah peeked at him. “Dan, it’s serious.”

      No. No. Why was she telling him now? How long had this been happening for? “We can go to the hospital.” He stood. He needed to do something. But Sarah just sat there, her green eyes glimmering with tears, gently shaking her head.

      “It’s no use. I’ve seen…” Her voice broke, she hunched over and put her head in her hands.

      No, God. No.

      His chest cracked open with a now-familiar kind of ache, one that threatened to swallow him whole. Emotion pricked then welled, from the seemingly never-ending well of grief that existed just below the surface of his soul these days.

      He slowly moved to wrap her in his arms. Her tears were all the proof he needed. God had let them down. Again.

      

      This had to be a nightmare. Who stuck screaming infants and happy round-bellied pregnant people in the same waiting room as a couple who’d made an emergency appointment because they feared a miscarriage? What kind of insensitive jerks ran this place? Ever since they’d arrived at the medical center an hour ago, he’d tried to blot out the little kids, tried to blot out the people living their best lives, all of them oblivious to the couple whose lives had likely shattered. They might be unaware, but he’d noticed a few people sneak looks at them. He hunched down, a baseball cap pulled low on his head, doing his best to hide his face. This was no time to be recognized.

      Sarah, too, seemed determined to act like normal, flicking through a few dumb magazines even as her tears wouldn’t stop falling. He’d cried with her this morning, but had to be brave now for her sake. He’d phoned the club, his voice breaking as he briefly explained his need to be absent for a few days to take care of a family emergency. The Leafs had a must-win game, but when he’d explained about the miscarriage, he was told to take as much time as needed. That was something at least.

      But hockey seemed pointless. Not compared to helping his wife in this moment. He grasped her hand again, gripping it tighter, wishing he could infuse what little strength he had to her.

      “Shh, Princess. It’s gonna be okay.” Not today, or tomorrow, not even next month. Maybe never. Not if this really was another miscarriage. A tiny part of him still clung to hope; it wasn’t officially over until the doctor said so. God was supposed to work miracles, wasn’t He? God could still make this baby live. Even if He had let the others die. But Dan knew he had to say the words, for her sake, even if he wasn’t sure if he believed them. Not anymore.

      “Mommy?” A little boy poked his pregnant mother.

      Why did that family get two when they couldn’t even have one?

      The little boy pointed at Sarah. “Why is that lady crying?”

      Sarah ducked her head as the mom murmured something. Dan shifted to screen Sarah, to give her more privacy, even as he burned with frustration. Why the heck were they still out here? Hadn’t he explained this was an emergency? What was wrong with the people who ran this place? God, help us!

      “Sarah Walton?”

      Finally. Dan wrapped an arm around her and helped her stand. His heart wrenched in fresh sympathy. For all the grief he felt, she was feeling it too, only it was actually happening inside her body. She’d continued to cramp throughout the morning, and the mild gasps signified pain that was hers alone. He picked up her bag and coat, then reached out for her hand, and they followed the nurse like lambs to the slaughter.

      Once seated, Dr. McKinnon leaned over the desk and began a gentle interrogation about the last twenty-four hours. Dan sat silent. So much of what Sarah was saying was news to him. Why hadn’t she told him earlier? They might’ve gotten here sooner, found something to save the baby. The doctor made notes, took another blood sample, nodded, felt around her stomach area, checked Sarah’s latest clotted pad, then sent them off for another ultrasound. Yet another hour later—this time speedily processed by a silent sonographer who’d looked at them with sad eyes—and they were back in the office.

      Dr. McKinnon looked over the results, pursing his lips, before glancing up at them. “I’m sorry, but this confirms it. You have lost this one too. I’m sorry.”

      Dan blinked back the burn of tears, gripping Sarah’s hand, more for his sake than hers. “Is…was there any reason why this happened?”

      Sarah stiffened, like she thought he might be blaming her. Man, he didn’t want that. “Sar, I’m not—”

      “No. We all knew from the start that the hCG levels weren’t high, and that like the last times, that miscarriage was a risk.” He studied Sarah seriously as she wiped away tears. “Chromosomal abnormalities cause about fifty percent of all miscarriages in the first trimester, and nobody knows why, so this is not your fault. There was nothing you did wrong, and nothing you could have done.” He glanced at Dan. “Nothing.”

      Dan dipped his chin, tightening his hold on Sarah’s hand, even as he felt a ping of relief. Since the last two miscarriages, he’d read up on some of the causes, and while much of a miscarriage seemed shrouded in mystery, there were always some anecdotal studies or myths that suggested certain things were triggers, like stress, or exercise or lifting things. Helplessness washed over him to be the one unable to do anything but watch his wife go through this.

      “Sarah, I’m going to schedule you for an immediate D&C, and with your permission, we’ll test any tissue for chromosome irregularities.”

      Tissue? Their child was now tissue?

      “Have you had anything to eat or drink in the past seven hours?”

      As Sarah shook her head, Dan listened as the doctor explained what would happen over the next few days and weeks. The previous miscarriages had resolved naturally, not requiring any medical intervention, nothing like the horror awaiting her. How could a child be scraped from a womb? It seemed so barbaric. The doctor finally packed them off with his deepest sympathies.

      Later that day, as Sarah finally awoke from the anesthesia, Dan took her hand, smoothing her hair as her eyes filled with tears. He so loved this woman; he’d hated today, feeling so helpless, watching as she suffered and being unable to relieve a single part.

      “Hey, Sar Bear.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Princess, it’s not your fault. You heard what the doctor said. It was likely chromosomal abnormalities, not anything else. So please don’t start worrying about what you could have done differently.” He kissed her hand, then sat on the recovery room’s plastic chair.

      She looked at him steadily, weariness rimming her eyes. “I’m not worried about that.”

      Dan had a strange sense that she suddenly wasn’t talking about fault or blame, but that in the midst of this horror she was concerned for him. Oh man… Tears prickled quickly, and he glanced down at the floor, trying to pull himself together to face her scrutiny.

      “I love you, Daniel.” She touched his hair, her hand lying on his head, like she was praying a benediction.

      He glanced up. The brave smile she gave him might wobble a little, but still had the power to make his insides turn to jelly.

      “I love you, Princess.” He tried to force a smile that only got halfway. God, where are you?
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